A     LONDON     YEAR
when the picture comes up that an inexperienced
auctioneer might think she was trying to buy it.
€ Now,' says the auctioneer, in a casual voice, ' lot
eighty-five. How much for this ? '
How astonishing that a thing can mean so much
to one person and nothing at all to another !
The auctioneer takes off his glasses and wipes
them. There is dead silence. An elderly dealer
who has been picking his teeth with a tram-ticket
rises clumsily, walks up to the picture, peers at a
corner of it and sits down again.
c Come now,5 says the auctioneer, in the voice of
a school teacher rebuking a backward class, * how
much shall I say ?*
c Five bob !' says a coarse voice.
From this point onwards it is only kind not to
look at the gentlewoman in reduced circumstances.
With shattering suddenness the heirloom is knocked
down for three pounds ten shillings (not even oily
guineas), and as the old lady swiftly leaves the auction
room one may imagine a bluff, indignant voice from
the other world crying :
' My Velazquez ! $ Well, I'll be damned. . . .'
But let us examine something more cheerful.
Lord X is selling Lady Beatrice, the second countess,
in order that his daughter may go to Court, attend
dances, find a husband, and be seen at Ascot looking
as though the family was what it was when George I
was king.
Lady Beatrice is marvellous. One looks at her
and calls her Betty at sight. And she has been
dead for more than a hundred and fifty years.
She is so much of her time that the sale room
seems suddenly plunged in candle-light. Surely
somewhere in the air is a thin tinkle of a harpsichord ?
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